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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the use of the
automobile as a symbolic and structural device in three
works by Chester Bomar Himes. A careful survey of If He
Hollers Let Him Go (1945), his first novel, All Shot Up
(1961), a detective novella, and The Quality of Hurt (1973),
the first volume of his autobiography, reveals a great
distance between the popular myth of the automobile and the
reality of the automobile's place in the lives of black
Americans.
From the early part of this century the automobile has
taken on the status of an icon in the American imagination.
More than a status symbol, it has come to symbolize freedom,
independence, democratization and individualism.
Further,
the automobile has become both an extension of masculinity
and a setting for romance.
Few material objects have been
so important to both the American economy and the American
self image. For black Americans, however, the promise of
the automobile has yielded little.
Chester Himes shows, through repeated allusion in all
three of the aforementioned works, that his characters are
car lovers, thrilling to the sound and feel of a powerful
engine and reveling in the status conveyed by the ownership
of an expensive car. But in every case his characters find
that what American racism takes away from the dignity and
status of the black man, no machine can replace. Placing
hope in the promises of the car culture, his characters are
repeatedly disappointed and frustrated, though ironically,
they never become completely disillusioned.
In his
autobiography, after numerous accounts of automobiles
failing him, Himes reveals only a partial sense of betrayal
by the insolent chariot.
It remains clear, however, that
reliance on the automobile as an agent of freedom, a
conveyor of status or a means of escape from demoralizing
white racism is futile.
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RUNNING ON EMPTY:
THE MYTH OF THE AUTOMOBILE IN THREE WORKS BY CHESTER HIMES

INTRODUCTION

I figured my car was way down to the left, ducked
sharp between two cars, skinned my knee against a
bumper, stumbled over something in the dark, fell
flat, and got up again.
I ran past my car and
didn't see it, wheeled and sent a stabbing gaze
along the row, rigid, tense, desperate, but not
terrified.
I spotted it three cars back, heard
the guards looking for me two rows over, squatted
on my hands and knees and walked to it bearfashion, hid below the fenders of the cars.
(If
He Hollers Let Him G o . 176)
I thought I would never get the door unlocked; to
get the key in the ignition took even longer.
Out
of the corner of my eyes I saw the guards coming
toward me . . . heard the back bumper hook into an
adjoining fender and the motor roar at the same
instant.
Noise shattered the night as I yanked
the fender off, sideswiped the car in the other
line, straightened out down the driveway.
(If He
Hollers Let Him G o . 176)
Bob Jones, Chester Himes's protagonist in If He Hollers
Let Him Go (1945), flees crazily into the Los Angeles night.
A black man accused of raping a white woman, he takes futile
flight in his most prized possession, a 1942 Buick
Roadmaster.

He has come to think of it as his equalizer,

his material entry into a world otherwise closed to a man of
his race.

The machine that "the rich white folks out in

Beverly couldn't even buy,"

(p. 13) is his only hope of

avoiding the wrath of the vengeful white security guards and
police pursuing him.

But as he drives on in his now

battered Buick low on fuel, he feels "trapped, conspicuous .
. . every time I passed a car I drew up into a knot inside.
I felt as though I were driving around in a hook and ladder
2

truck"

(p. 178).

"I felt pressed, cornered, black, as small

and weak and helpless as any Negro sharecropper facing a
white mob in Georgia, . . .
looked at the gas.

I switched on the ignition,

It was on "Empty" - I didn't know how

long it had been there.

I didn't want to get into some

white neighborhood and run out of gas," (p. 182).

Finally,

white police officers pull up next to him at a light and,
noticing that he is black, stop and guest ion him.

They

search his car, find a pistol forgotten in the glove
compartment, and arrest him.
Though Jones places great hope and reliance on his car
and thoroughly absorbs the myths of the American car
culture, he is repeatedly disappointed and frustrated.

His

car can neither protect nor free him from the oppression of
white society; behind the wheel he is trapped, unable to
escape from the color of his skin.
Encapsulated in this climactic episode in Himes's first
and most important novel is a view of the American car
culture that becomes a central theme in works spanning his
career:

the automobile, an object that for most Americans

had become a symbol of freedom and mobility, is for Chester
Himes a symbol of the exclusion of the black man in America
from material and social equality.

Himes's work suggests

that the automobile's promise to white America is denied to
blacks because of the pervasive racism of the society.
Literature, including works by Kerouac, Steinbeck and
3

Faulkner and popular song (Bruce Springsteen, Chuck Berry)
have helped to raise the automobile to the status of an
icon, the object of a powerful cultural mythology of more
than mere mobility.

It has been celebrated by such scholars

as B. Bruce-Briggs and John B. Rae as an agent of democracy,
allowing all Americans to enjoy physical mobility and social
freedom.1

It is a symbol of individualism which sets each

driver apart to forge his or her own solitary way into new
frontiers (despite the existence of HOV lanes).

As the

centerpiece of material, legal and sexual rites of passage
the automobile carries boys into manhood.

Status, too, is

conveyed by car ownership in our materialistic American
culture.2

"It's not just a car, it's your freedom,"

shouts Madison Avenue, an idea fostered by advertisers since
the days of the "good Maxwell", soon after the turn of the
century.

Such is the myth of the automobile.

These beliefs

are little changed since the early twentieth century,
despite the many attacks made against the primacy of the
automobile.3
1B. Bruce-Briggs, The War Against the Automobile (New York:
E.P. Dutton, 1977), p. 192, and John B. Rae, The Road and the Car
in American Life (Cambridge, Massachusetts: MIT Press, 1971), p.
142.
2Marcus Felson, "Invidious distinctions Among Cars, Clothes
and Suburbs", Public Opinion Quarterly, Spring 1978, Volume 42,
No. 1, pp. 49-58.
3Attacks against the car culture are as old as the cars
themselves.
However, anti-automobile scholarship reached a high
level during the 1970's. Kenneth R. Schnieder refered to the
oppression of mankind by the automobile. Kenneth R. Schnieder,
4

Though scholars have carried on a longstanding debate
about the benefits and costs of the automobile and the myth
surrounding it, little scholarly attention has been paid to
the question of the black American's place in the car
culture.

Among the few scholars who have addressed this

issue is James J. Flink, who found that the automotive age
was not without particular cost to black Americans.

He

finds that in Atlanta in the 1930's, for instance, blacks
were victims of the white flight from the central city
fostered by the auto age, a pattern repeated elsewhere.4
He notes elsewhere, nonetheless, that there is little
difference between the attitudes of blacks and whites toward
their cars.5

Black Americans retained a faith in the myth

of the automobile.

The work of Chester Himes reflects both

this faith and a growing suspicion of the American car
culture.
Both in his autobiography, The Quality of Hurt (1972)
and his fiction, Himes clearly understands the allure of the
myth.

He shows that for many blacks the promise of the

automobile is all the more powerful as they seek to overcome
Autokind vs. Mankind (New York: Norton, 1971), pp. 163-191.
Others include John Jerome, The Death of the Automobile (New
York, Norton, 1971) and P.M. Townroe, The Social and Political
Consequences of the Motor Car (North Pomfret, Vt.: Newton Abbott,
1974)
4James J. Flink, The Automobile Age (Cambridge,
Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1988), p. 148.
5James J. Flink, The Car Culture (Cambridge, Massachusetts:
The MIT Press, 1975), p. 153.
5

the crushing racism in American life, ascribing to it the
power to make his world more tolerable.

The ultimate

failure of the automobile as a symbol of freedom, equality
and autonomy serves as a vehicle for Himes's stinging
indictment of the racism in American life.
Himes's autobiography, The Quality of Hurt, is replete
with references to cars, both his own and those of others.
In his youth he embraces the notion that both status and
virility are inevitable outgrowths of car ownership.

This

belief is steadily eroded over the years as racism impinges
on his life in ways that no car can help overcome.

His

ultimate rejection of the automotive myth is not a rejection
of the car itself.

It is rather an acknowledgement that a

racist society destroys the potential of an object that
might otherwise have made a substantive improvement in his
life.

It is not the automobile itself that disappoints him

but rather the society through which he moves.

His fiction

reveals this disillusionment through characters who share
his youthful vision but are never able to come to grips with
the fact that automobiles can neither change their lives nor
the realities of racism.
While the allure of the automobile is palpable for all
the expected reasons, a sense of entrapment is equally real.
Rather than finding liberation behind the wheel, Himes and
his characters are caught up in an ongoing series of
violent, tragic and tragicomic episodes.
6

Across the span of his career and through different
genres, Himes's point of view regarding cars is consistent.
I have elected to examine the three works that best
represent Himes's understanding of the automobile in the
lives of black Americans,

If He Hollers Let Him Go (1945),

his first novel, All Shot Up (1961), a detective novella,
and The Quality of Hurt (1972), his autobiography; all brim
with references to automobiles.

Himes was not alone among

fiction writers in examining the social importance of the
automobile, but he does present the unique perspective,
largely ignored by scholars, of the black American's
relationship to the machine.
In a collection of essays on the automobile in
literature,

In the Driver's .Seat (1976), Cynthia Dettelbach

identifies a dream/nightmare duality in American literature
that is present in Himes's works.

Dettelbach sees the

automobile as a conflicted symbol which Hecho[es] that older
conflict between the American dream and the American
experience.1,6

Themes of innocence and experience,

liberation and constraint, success and failure, possession
and being possessed are evident in such work's as
Steinbeck's The Grapes of Wrath (1939), Jack Kerouac's On
The Road (1955)., William Faulkner's The Reivers (1962) and
Tom Wolfe's The Kandv*Kolored Tanaerine*Flake Streamline
6Cynthia Golomb Dettelbach, In the Driver's Seat.
Contributions in American Studies, Number 2 5 (Westport, Conn.:
Greenwood Press, 1976), p. 10.
7

Babv (1965).

Dettelbach, however,

like many other scholars,

overlooks the place of black Americans in the car culture.
Given a similar duality present in Himes's work, an analysis
of his writings gives us new insight into the automobile as
a cultural icon.

Further, it enables us to learn something

about the place of the automobile in black culture, at least
as reflected in the work of one of the most important
African American novelists.

As one of the leading

writers of black protest fiction in the 1940's and 1950's,
Chester Himes made a lasting mark on American letters.
black writer of detective fiction he was a pioneer.

As a

This

genre had been almost exclusively the domain of white
writers like Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler.

The

passion and forcefulness of his writings broke new ground as
elements of black socio-political thought were made part of
the genre.
In the three aforementioned works by Chester Himes,
enhanced mobility becomes mechanical and personal failure;
an extension of male sexuality turns into a setting for
broken romance; a democratizing agent can't free him from
overarching white prejudice; the hope of status through
materialism is lost to crime and the supposition of black
criminality.

Thus the automobile functions as a dual symbol

in Himes's writing.

It is the maker of dreams and agent of

freedom we see in advertising, popular literature and song,
a gateway to a better place and a better life for the
8

American who seeks to improve his station.

But it also

focuses attention on the many bitter disappointments and
hurts visited on blacks in a land where the idea of liberty
and justice for all becomes an empty hope.

The promise of

the democratic car culture is lost in a society in which
both legal and de facto means are used to deprive blacks of
basic rights and human dignity.

Where cars are present,

trouble idles along beside.
Both in his autobiography and fiction, Himes
demonstrates that in a white world, a black man or woman in
a car, no matter how expensive,

is still just black.

They

are still entrapped, subject to harassment, violence,
injustice and indignity.

They learn, too, that love is not

an inevitable byproduct of car ownership.

Most important of

all, the three works depict cars as a focus of criminal
behavior in the black world, a nexus of theft, murder and
rape.

The reality reflected in Himes's works is that the

car culture, whatever it might have offered to white
America, was not a source of hope of improving the condition
of black America.
Rather, the car culture represents one in a long series of
disappointments found by black Americans in a land of
supposed freedom and opportunity.

Himes's use of the symbol

is all the more powerful because of the frustration of black
America's aspirations.
Himes's own aspirations were tied to the automobile and
9

his own desire for mobility.

While automobiles did allow

black Americans an easier means of migration, the blessing
was mixed.

Rae suggests that the ability to relocate may

have fostered a sense of rootlessness among black Americans
that contributes to economic stress on that segment of
society.7

This description aptly fits Himes, whose own

parapatetic existence in the United States, full of frequent
financial hardship, was abetted by the cars he owned.
Conversely, the ability to travel freely from suburbs to
central cities speeded white flight from American
metropolises after 1950.

As James J. Flink points out,

blacks were left behind in deteriorating inner cities to
face myriad social and economic problems with a shrinking
tax base and increasing demand for services.

Cultural

fragmentation accelerated as blacks and whites no longer had
to coexist in cities, such as Atlanta, in earlier years.8
Car ownership by blacks was no threat to the established
practice of segregation.

Movement by itself was no panacea

for a lack of democratic freedoms.

Black Americans in cars

were no more likely to receive justice than those trudging
through the cotton fields of Georgia behind mules.
The automobile*s centrality as a shaping force in
twentieth century American life is clear.

It may be seen as

7Rae, p. 144.
8John J. Flink, The Automobile Age (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT
Press, 1988), p. 148.
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a "superartifact," a piece of material culture that may
"yield a special insight into the intellectual world of a
people of a particular historical time in a way unmatched by
any other artifact of the same period."9

The automobile

indeed reaches beyond other artifacts in its ability to
illuminate political philosophies, consumption patterns, the
rise of the metropolis, patterns of mobility and
independence and an array of other cultural traits.

Himes's

analysis of the automobile, the twentieth century's great
American superartifact, as a conflicted symbol, yields
special insight into the intellectual and material lives of,
and relations between, black and white Americans.
In this essay, I will first explore Himes's most
important novel, If He Hollers Let Him G o .

In this work the

protagonist, Bob Jones, places enormous faith and reliance
on his car, a 1942 Buick Roadmaster.

Jones's faith in his

car goes repeatedly unrewarded as he sinks into violence and
despair.

I will then examine All Shot U p . a detective work

in which cars are at the center of violent crimes.

Finally,

I will look at his autobiography, The Quality of Hurt.

Here

Himes places in perspective his personal disappointments in
the promise of the car culture as he recounts numerous
events in his life in which cars play a central role.

9Robert Ascher, "Tin* Can Archaeology," Material Culture
Studies in America. Thomas J. Schlereth, ed., (Nashville, Tenn.:
The American Association for State and Local History, 1982), p.
326.
11

Through examination of these three works, representing the
span of Himes's career, we will gain insight into the
conflicted meaning of the car culture for black Americans.
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PART I
The automobile functions in If He Hollers Let Him Go
as both a symbol and as a structural device.

Himes places

the symbol in the hands of his protagonist, Bob Jones, as an
ironic device, a chariot of salvation that contributes to
his final undoing.

Himes presents us with a tension between

the American dream of car ownership as a

means to freedom

and success and the American nightmare of racism, which
renders the automobile useless.

Its possession by a black

man is a futile exercise in upward and outward mobility.
The irony is compounded by Bob Jones's ongoing reliance on
and belief in his car.

The novel is carried along on the

wheels of Jones's Buick, beginning and ending with the owner
behind the wheel.

His initial feeling of invulnerability,

endowed by the machine,

is eroded as the novel progresses,

only to be completely shattered in the end.
leads not to

His journey

redemption, but to incarceration.

The novel both begins and ends with Bob Jones looking
to his car for those things which white society has denied
him.

Throughout his first person narrative, Jones returns

to his car seeking in it the power to control his own
destiny. Ironically, while his car repeatedly fails him, he
never stops looking to it for deliverance.

An even greater

irony becomes evident as his perceived source of power
13

proves to be his greatest liability.

He is so conspicuous

as a black man in an expensive car that he becomes the
repeated target of harassment from whites, particularly the
police.

The American automotive myth is at last proved to

be little but a deception, for whatever promise it might
offer a black American is dashed against the rock of racism.
Jones fails to make the realization that Himes made in his
life:

that the myth will not benefit a black man in a white

world.
Bob Jones, a "leaderman" or foreman at the Atlas
Shipyard in 1944 Los Angeles, embodies the hope of a better
post-war world.

Jones seeks out and revels in the trappings

of success; fine clothes, a new car and an attractive and
intellectual girlfriend are all his.

He has gained a

supervisory position over other blacks, a position that puts
him, at least theoretically, on an equal footing with white
supervisors.

His sense of betrayal by the shipyard and the

justice system is mirrored by the betrayal of his one true
friend, his 1942 Buick Roadmaster.
The Buick is the focus of Bob's narration as the second
chapter opens.
I went out to the garage, threw up the
door, backed halfway out to the street
on the starter, telling myself at the
time I oughtn1 to do it.
I had a '42
Buick Roadmaster I'd bought four months
ago, right after I'd gotten to be a
leaderman, and every time I got behind
the wheel and looked down the broad,
flat, mile-long hood I thought about how
14

the rich white folks out in Beverly
couldn't even buy a new car now and got
a certain satisfaction.
I straightened
out and dug off with a jerk, turned the
corner at.forty, pushed it on up in the
stretch on Fifty-fourth between San
Pedro and Avalon, with my nerves
tightening, telling me to take it slow
before I got into a battle royal with
some cracker motorcycle cop, and my mind
telling me to hell with them, I was a
key man in a shipyard, as important as
anybody now. (If He Hollers Let Him G o .
13)
In that Buick, Bob feels as though neither the cracker cops
nor even the president of Atlas Shipyard can touch him.

As

important as the job is, it is the car that confirms his
status.

It is with an almost sexual fervor that he

describes a machine which gives him a feeling of manliness,
of invincibility that helps him throw off the weakness by
which his race is shackled.

He picks up other black workers

on the way to the shipyard.

Pigmeat, Johnson, Homer, Conway

and Smitty pile into the car for a Monday morning commute
that becomes a joust with white pedestrians, drivers and
police along the way.
The conversation inevitably turns toward the injustices
each has suffered as a black worker doing the most menial
jobs, missing out on promotions, and being turned down for
training opportunities.

The workers' conversation is

juxtaposed with an extended account of the automotive
jockeying with whites throughout the thirty mile trip.

The

six men become an easily identifiable target, attracting the
15

anger of whites as if by some inevitable and irresistible
force.

One after another, whites take out their contempt on

the carload of blacks.
I pulled up in the outside lane, abreast
a V-8 and an Olds, shifted back to
first, and got set to take the lead.
When the light turned green, it caught a
white couple in the middle of the
street.
The V-8 full of white guys dug
off and they started to run for it; and
the two white guys in the Olds blasted
at them with the horn, making them jump
like grasshoppers.
But when they looked
up and saw we were colored they just
took their time, giving us a look of
cold hatred. (If He Hollers Let Him G o .
16) .
Bob starts forward as if to hit the pedestrians but thinks
better of it, letting icy stares suffice.

The paradox of

the black man in an automobile is apparent here.
is at the wheel of a powerful machine,
transfer to him.

Though Bob

its power cannot

He is frustrated by his inability convert

the power of the machine into a force to rid him of white
scorn.

His frustration grows as the trip to work continues.

Next, a white driver in a Nash coupe cuts Jones off in
traffic, nearly causing a multi-car accident.

Jones stays

with him until he can pull up beside him and, feeling
emboldened, shouts out the window,

" 'this ain't Alabama you

peckerwood son of a bitch.

When you want to pull out of

line, stick out your hand'"

(p. 16).

Jones is further

enraged by the driver silently ignoring him, not even
condescending to argue.

Such treatment might be expected in
16

the heart of the Confederacy, but in cosmopolitan Los
Angeles Bob clearly expects a measure of justice and racial
tolerance that he does not find.
A police officer is the next player in the drama.
Directing traffic outside the Shell Oil Refinery, he singles
out Jones' car to stop "on a dime," while a large group of
pedestrians slowly make their way across the road.
hard stares are exchanged.

"'What's the matter with these

pecks this morning?' Homer said.
16).

Again

'Is everybody evil?'"

(p.

Homer's rhetorical question contains the essential

fact of life for blacks in wartime Los Angeles: that the
evil of racism is all pervasive, despite the war work aimed
at defeating evil in Germany and Japan.
Finally, its occupants nearly late to work, the Buick
gets caught up in a "mad, fast and furious"
cars.

(p. 17) rush of

Though the dangerous jockeying of cars is merely the

daily struggle for all drivers, Jones gets "to feeling that
the white guys were pushing me around.

I got mad and

started bulling . . . all I wanted in the world was to push
my Buick over some peckerwood's face" (p. 17).
frustration again comes to the fore.

Bob's

The power of the Buick

and the powerlessness of Bob's place in the world combine to
create a combustibility in him that only comes closer to
ignition as the day wears on.
After several more miles of duelling with white
opponents, the black workers arrive five minutes late at the
17

plant.

As a final indignity, Jones is told by a white

parking lot attendant to move from his parking space because
it is reserved for company officials.

It is clear to the

reader, if not to Bob, that his faith in the automobile as a
giver of status is misplaced.

His position in the eyes of

whites is unchanged, and their suspicion of him increased.
Himes's carpooling scene takes on the myth of the
automobile as the status builder, as Jones believes it to be
when he begins his morning commute.

He is able to face the

day in "the most overrated, lousiest, countriest, phoniest
city"

(p. 41) he has ever been in largely because the car

makes him feel important and helps define his self-image.
Los Angeles, the capitol of the American car culture, is
itself a great disappointment.

The city, like the car,

fails to live up to the expectations of a new promised land.

Los Angeles appears to Bob Jones to retain all of the
racial divisiveness of the southern states from which
several of his coworkers have come.

The chasm between the

races is no narrower for the presence of the democratizing
automobile. Despite the fact that the differential
consumption of material goods is part of the status building
process10 (as Bob believes to be true), it is clear that for
blacks the automobile, no matter how prestigious, does not
10Marcus Felson, "Invidious Distinctions Among Cars, Clothes
and Suburbs," The Public Opinion Quarterly 42 (Spring, 1978): 4958.
18

obscure blackness to the majority culture.

While there may

be no distinction between the expectations of blacks and
whites toward cars,11 the distinction between blacks and
whites themselves remains.

Repeatedly, whites in cars and

on the street display their hatred to Jones and his
passengers, seeing blacks in cars as more of a threat than a
symbol of social and material progress.

While blacks in

cars may feel a level of empowerment, whites feel
threatened.
For Jones' passengers, there isn't even material
progress.

Though cars should symbolize individualism and

independence, the five riders have piled aboard as mere
hangers on.
daily rides.

Jones and Pigmeat argue over gas money for the
When Jones forces the issue over a three

dollar gas contribution, Pigmeat complains "'Gonna put me
out his car for three lousy bucks.
fellow like that?"'

(p. 14).

Whatcha gonna do with a

While other cars pass by with

one or two white passengers, the packed Buick takes on the
appearance of a Negro taxi service.

The American ideal of

solitary, self-reliant individual does not fit here, as
blacks are forced to band together for both moral support
and economic necessity.

The oppositional nature of race

relations is unmistakable to Smitty as he joins the Monday
morning assemblage.

"'Is you ready to face the enemy,

11John J. Flink, The Car Culture (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT
Press), p. 153.
19

t h a t 's what I want to know . . .
man, that's what I mean'"

is you ready to meet the

(p. 14).

Bob's Buick is not

enough of a weapon with which to face the enemy.

He cannot

bring it into the plant to insulate himself from the
contempt of white coworkers and supervisors.
With the morning's indignities fresh in his mind, Jones
is confronted with the loss of his job and possibly his car.
He is assigned to a small task with a lower class Southerner
named Madge whose attitude towards him is a mixture of
feigned fear and real revulsion.

They exchange epithets and

Bob is summarily demoted from his leaderman position, thus
losing his draft deferment.

He wants alternately to quit

his job and punch the supervisor who demotes him, but he
holds back.
Outside, I stood for a time, feeling
cheated, trapped.
I couldn't decide
whether I'd been a coward or a fool.
I
debated whether to go back and split
him.
I'd get a fine and some days,
perhaps.
Probably a sapping at police
headquarters.
I'd lose my car.
I think
that is what made me decide my pride
wasn't worth it. My car was proof of
something to me, a symbol.
But at the
time I didn't analyze the feeling; I
just knew I couldn't lose my car even if
I lost my job. (If He Hollers Let Him Go
32)
Despite

all that has occurred, Jones still puts great stock

in hiscar, which he
racist world.

sees as a symbol of his status in

a

The continuing irony is that more important

than the job or even the draft deferment is his '42 Buick, a
machine that will ultimately fail him.
20

Later on the same day Bob finds a crap game at the
shipyard to take his mind off his troubles.

He makes the

mistake of being a bit too successful and finds himself at
odds with a white worker named Johnny Stoddard.

Stoddard

catches Bob off guard and punches him on the chin, leaving
him semi-conscious on the ground.

Bob vows then and there

to kill Stoddard and sets a murderous plan in motion.

Bob

stalks him, knife in hand, back to his work site in the
copper shop.

Bob and Stoddard only cross paths fleetingly,

but seeing the knife in Bob's hand, Stoddard blanches.

The

look on Stoddard's face is enough satisfaction for the
moment,

so Bob passes him by.

He gets a

sick pass and goes

home.
I didn't feel like speeding . . . It was
a pleasure just sitting there, my
fingers resting lightly on the steering
wheel, just idling along.
I was going to kill him if they hung me
for it, I thought pleasantly.
A white man, a
supreme being.
Just the thought of it did
something for me; just contemplating it. All
the tightness that had been in my body,
making my motions jerky, keeping my muscles
taut, left me and I felt relaxed, confident,
strong.
I felt just like I thought a white
boy ought to feel; I had never felt so strong
in all my life.
(If He Hollers Let Him G o .
38)
He spends the day freely, savoring the power he feels coming
from his car and his resolve to kill.

In control of the

car, he gains a measure of self control over his urge to
kill.
Bob returns to the shipyard at 4:30 with a .38 revolver
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in his glove compartment and he watches as Stoddard climbs
into a gray Ford.

Forgetting completely about his five

coworkers who rode with him earlier in the day, Bob tails
Stoddard several miles back to town.
The gray Ford lets Stoddard out at a house in
Huntington Park. Stoddard sees Bob in the Buick, "his eyes
stretched with a stark incredulity . . . his face stiff
white, like wrinkled paper.
if frozen to the spot"

He stood rigid, half turned, as

(p. 44).

Again, the threat of

violence and the look on Stoddard's face are enough; Bob
drives away reveling in his power.
The ability to trail Stoddard unnoticed, his feelings
of control and power and the pride in his importance, all
stem from his ownership of the Roadmaster.

Though he may be

master of the road, he is not master of his own fate.

No

further revenge is exacted against Johnny Stoddard, but as
the car carries him through the rest of his day, Jones finds
that he has more to fear from the enemy within himself than
from anyone.
If the automobile is incapable of fending off Jones's
enemies on the streets or at work, then he surely expects it
to help him in his affairs of the heart.

Perhaps the

strongest element of the automotive myth for the young
American male is that "every woman . . .
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is crazy 'bout an

automobile.”12

The car is a symbol of manhood and virility

to generations of young men who were able not only to affirm
their position among peers, but also to woo young women.
Bob Jones* girlfriend, Alice Harrison,

is a light

skinned, well educated daughter of a prominent and wealthy
black physician.

A social worker, she mouths the orthodoxy

of black moderates of the time; equality must be earned by
working within the white power structure.

The same evening

he is demoted, Bob calls on Alice for a date. The
accumulated anger and frustration of the day is apparent
during their evening together.

By taking her to a posh

hotel, Bob decides to force the racial issue that divides
more than unites them.

Though they are served with a thin

veneer of strained courtesy by the white staff, they are
given a typed note with the bill asking them not to return.
Unfazed, Bob tips the doorman heavily, smiles and leaves.
Alice drives them in Bob's Buick and, furious at what she
sees as Bob's unnecessary provocation of the hotel staff,
goes recklessly into the night.

I thought she was going home, but at Western,
she turned north again to Sunset, jerking the
big car from each stop, riding second to
forty, forty-five, fifty, before shifting
into high.
She pushed in the traffic,
shouldered in the lanes, tipped bumpers, dug
up to sixty, sixty-five, seventy in the
openings as if something was after her.
12William R. Emerson, "(Every Woman I Know) Crazy 'Bout An
Automobile," (Conrad Music Corp., BMI).
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At Sunset she turned west, went out past the
broadcasting studios, past Vine, turned left
by the Garden of Allah into the winding
Sunset strip. At the bridle path, she began
tipping off her lid:
seventy, eighty, back
to seventy for a bend, up to ninety again.
I
thought she was trying to get up nerve to
kill us both and I didn't give a damn if she
did.
(If He Hollers Let Him G o . 60)
They are soon pulled over and ticketed by two white police
officers who are taken aback by Alice's self assured manner
and insistence upon her rights.
Even facing possible arrest and potential beating, Bob
is brazen with the cops, using his ownership of the Buick as
taunt, challenging the officers' superiority.
"The lady's going to have some babies,"
I said.
The cop leaned over to see me better.
"A coon," he said.
Then he looked at
Alice again.
"Both coons." Then on
second thought he asked her, "Are you
white?"
"She's a coon, too," I answered for her.
"Well, we'll just run you in," the cop
said.
"That's fine," I taunted.
"You on your
puddle jumper and me in my Buick
Roadmaster."
(If He Hollers Let Him G o . 61)
Alice proceeds to berate the officers fortheirlanguage

and

behavior, recounting the importance of her father's position
in the community and insisting that she will have them
removed from the force for their actions.

Both Bob and the

officers look at her disbelievingly. Finally they
in, pay their bail and are released.
We went out and got into the car and I
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aretaken

drove down to the beach.
I parked and
we sat for a time, looking out over the
Pacific Ocean.
There were two bright
red spots in Alice's cheeks and she
clenched and unclenched her hands.
"You could kill 'em, couldn't you?" I
said.
Suddenly I felt sorry for her.
I
put my arm around her shoulder and tried
to pull her to me.
"Don't let it get
you down, baby," I said, trying to turn
her face around to kiss her.
"You're
not just finding out you're a nigger?"
(If He Hollers Let Him G o , 62)
Ironically, Bob points out to Alice something that he has
missed himself; education, status in the black community,
possessions, even fine cars cannot alter the white man's
attitude.

She tries to use her own achievement and that of

her father as a weapon against racism and an entrance into
the larger white society.
for the same purpose.

Bob has tried to use his Buick

Both are powerless to achieve the

task.
Alice, now outraged at both Bob and the police, takes
Bob across town to meet some of her friends.

Seeing Alice

with her female friends, Bob concludes that she is a lesbian
and, now drunk, argues with her, hits the only other man in
the place, and nearly wrecks his car while speeding off.
Here we see him use the to car bring himself near to

*

disaster; Bob's symbol of freedom and empowerment offers him
no measure of control over Alice and her friends or over his
own temperament.

His brush with calamity foreshadows later

crisis behind the wheel.
Two days later, Bob and Alice reconcile.
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They

meet at a drive-in restaurant for lunch, each arriving in
separate cars.

They climb into her maroon two-door Olds

sedan all "spic and span and freshly simonized"
order from a white waitress.

(p. 153) and

All the other patrons are

white, making Bob feel ill at ease as he feels numerous eyes
upon him.

The couple have a long conversation, healing old

wounds and trying to find a place for themselves in a white
world.

Bob feels cleansed and hopeful enough to ask her to

marry him and she accepts.

Their lives are apparently back

in order, all conflict swept aside.

They leave, he in his

Buick and she in her Olds, driving off in different
directions.

Though her car has been the scene of their

reconciliation,

in separate cars they are ultimately alone.

Each taking a different road, they will not see each other
again.

Thus we see automotive independence, a cornerstone

of the mythology, become isolation.

His autonomy brings him

more profound solitude than he would have wished.
Neither carefree drives nor passionate interludes by
the sea characterize Bob's automotive experiences with
Alice.

They do not use their cars to rid themselves of

troubling elements in their lives or impediments to romance
as do the heroes of car song mythology.

They retreat not

from meddling parents or a dreary life at home, but from
each other, the mending process undertaken at the drive-in
under the suspicious gaze of white patrons is incomplete and
their love is lost.
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Both love and status elude Bob Jones though he pursues
both behind the wheel of his Buick.
the car's power are bankrupt,

All positive hopes of

leaving Bob at the mercy of

his welling anger and frustration.

It is ultimately crime

or the threat and suggestion of crime that defines Bob's
relationship with his car.
The afternoon of Bob's reconciliation with Alice, he
returns to the shipyard buoyed by their plans for a life
together,

intent upon regaining his job. Bob accidentally

finds himself alone in a shipboard cabin with Madge, who
this time invites his affections.

He tries to leave quickly

but is stopped when the voices of two Navy inspectors are
heard outside.

Fearful of what might transpire, Madge cries

rape, long and loud.

Bob is captured and beaten badly but

escapes to the parking lot where his Buick waits to save
him.
In the book's penultimate scene, Bob Jones turns for
deliverance to his prized Buick Roadmaster.

The machine

that made him feel so much a man, so powerful and in control
in his stalking of Johnny Stoddard must now help him shake
loose from the pursuit of the law.

It has already

disappointed him in his search for status and his desire for
romance.

After an exhausting night he is at last found

suspect by the police and arrested for possessing the pistol
forgotten in the glove compartment.

Jones's search for

freedom, mobility and autonomy behind the wheel of his car
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ends in incarceration.

As he is entrapped in his car so,

Himes would say, are all black Americans trapped in a web of
racism from which no material object can free them.
If He Hollers Let Him Go is a richly textured portrayal
of urban life in 1940's Los Angeles, a city built around and
dominated by the automobile.

Through the windows of Bob

Jones's car the reader sees the diverse neighborhoods of the
city as well as its teeming highways, crowded with drivers
for whom car ownership is an integral part of the American
success story.

As Jones's car carries him around this

automotive metropolis and through the action of the novel it
is clear that even for the black man with a good job and a
wealthy,

intelligent and beautiful girlfriend, the

automobile provides little but false hope.

With the

breakdown of hope in the machine comes the breakdown of the
man.
Chester Himes vividly portrays the chasm between the
myth of the American car culture and the realities of that
culture for the black man in America.

It is a continuing

irony throughout the work that Bob Jones returns to his car
in both a literal and emotional sense as the action of the
novel progresses.

That which the reader comes to understand

is never apparent to Jones:

the automobile is unable to

replace the dignity and humanity that a racist society takes
away.
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PART II

Chester Himes's transformation from a writer of protest
and autobiographical fiction to a sort of black Dashiell
Hammett was fairly abrupt and, like many other events of his
life, dictated by economics.

After being expatriated to

France in 1953 Himes was asked by Marcel Duhamel, a French
publisher, to write for Serie Noire, a collection of
American detective fiction translated to French.

Himes's

eight detective novellas, all centered on black Harlem
police detectives Grave Digger Johnson and Coffin Ed Jones,
were written to be translated.

They contain little nuance

of language and are paced something like an action adventure
movie and were therefore successful on the French market.13

As detective fiction has gained acceptance as an art
form in recent years, Himes, too, has risen in the
estimation of scholars.

As the most prominent black writer

of such fiction, he has secured renewed recognition even
outside the scholarly community.

Three of his stories have

been made into motion pictures, most recently For Love of
Imabelle (1957), renamed A Rage in Harlem.
The movement toward detective fiction also signalled a
change in his portrayal of black characters as he began "to

13Stephen F. Milliken, Chester Himes: A Critical Appraisal
(Columbia, Missouri: University of Missouri Press, 1976), p. 211.
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limit himself almost entirely to describing black criminals,
black crime, black poverty, and black violence.1,14

Using

the black ghetto of. Harlem as the setting for these works
helped to make more intense this subgenre of detective
fiction.

Himes's novellas are characterized by a degree of

violence and strong sexuality, parts of Himes's own urban
experience, less familiar to readers of more traditional
crime novels.

The transformation from serious novelist was

to a degree based on his own experiences and his mixed
feelings about black Americans who he found ''complex,
intriguing," but "not particularly likeable."
of Hurt. 285).

(The Quality

His attitude toward fellow blacks and toward

cars found expression in All Shot U p , his most complex and
tortuous detective work.

In it, the automobile is a focus

of crime and an instrument of death in the black community.
As in If He Hollers Let Him G o . automobiles fail those
who rely on them, yet significant differences are apparent
in the setting and motivation of characters in All Shot U p .
Most importantly, the story takes place in Harlem, a
virtually all black environment and a smaller, more enclosed
world than the sprawling Los Angeles of If He Hollers Let
Him G o .

In Harlem, the automobile is less a symbol of

mobility, for there is nowhere to go without leaving the
place altogether.

Harlem is at once sheltering —

an

enclave in which there are black police, businessmen and
14Milliken, p. 211.
30

politicians
—

and a prison of sorts, violent and uncontrolled.

It is

as if white New York has abandoned Harlem to blacks and
denied all responsibility for it.

In this small demarcated

community the automobile represents status, wealth and
virility, even a means of survival, so it is no wonder that
crime surrounds the automobiles in All Shot U p .

The place

of the automobile in the lives of black Harlemites
illustrates the violence and despair of this tragic
community.

It is not so much racism acting directly to

destroy the myth of the car culture as it is the
hopelessness of life in the ghetto that dismantles the myth.
No one deludes himself that he will find escape and freedom
behind the wheel, but cars are prized nonetheless.

The

reality for Himes's characters is that reliance on and
desire for cars brings disillusionment, crime and even
death.
The book opens on a cold winter night in Harlem, where
a young black man is busy stealing a tire from a car on
Convent Avenue.

His attention is suddenly fixed on a

passing Cadillac, "the likes of which he had never seen.
And his business was cars"

(All Shot U p . 5).

This Cadillac looked as though it was
made of solid gold.
All except the top,
which was some kind of light, shining fabric.
It looked big enough to cross the ocean, if
it could swim.
It lit up the black-dark
street like a passing bonfire.
The instrument panel gave off strange
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blue light.
It was just strong enough to
illuminate the three persons occupying the
front seat.
(All Shot U p . 6)
Just then, an old white haired woman dressed in black steps
from out of nowhere into the path of the Cadillac.
knocked down and the Cadillac speeds off.

She is

To the thief's

surprise, she gets up, laughing to herself.

Suddenly,

another car, containing three uniformed police officers
turns the corner.

It strikes the old woman, sending her

flying through the air.
brick wall of a convent.

She is grotesquely embedded in the
Frightened, the tire thief runs

away, rolling the tire like a child's hoop.

The tire gets

away from him and rolls through the door of a tenement
apartment.
The occupants of the Cadillac drive on, not realizing
that they are being pursued by police.
merchant seaman, is behind the wheel.

Roman Hill, a burly
He has paid $6,500,

his life savings, to buy the car from Mister Baron, the
small bearded man in the passenger seat.
Roman's girlfriend, Sassafras,
(p. 6).

Between them is

"a beauty queen of Africa"

They are soon pulled over by three cops, two black

and one white, who knock Baron unconscious and steal the
Cadillac.

Roman feels as though the world has ended and

*'look[s] like a joker who's bet his fortune on a sure thing
and lost"

(p. 13) .

From Roman Hill's point of view, the story could end
here before the book's myriad disguises, cons and double
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crosses are explicated.

Hill met Baron several months

before on the Brooklyn docks and, catching a ride in Baron's
gold Cadillac, expressed a desire to have such a car.

Baron

agreed to get a Cadillac for him with the exact amount of
Hill's life savings.

Hill is the classic rube, a huge,

heavily muscled man with little common sense.

The mere fact

that he is willing to part with his life savings for the car
is a testament to the power of the symbol to an average
working black man.

As expected, the black man whose hopes

and desires are bound up in this material fantasy will be
crushingly disappointed.
Himes plays up the white stereotype of the black man,
who leaves aside all other considerations to own an
expensive car.

Hill no doubt believes that this car will,

among other things, assure him of the affections of the
duplicitous Sassafras.

Though he miraculously regains his

lost money by book's end, he has benefited from the moral of
a cautionary tale.
The rest of the story allows us to construct, piece by
piece, the identities and circumstances surrounding the
opening scene.

Baron is, in fact, a cross dressing woman

named Leila and the wife of a black political boss, Casper
Holmes, who is homosexual.

She has conspired with a pimp

named Black Beauty to swindle Roman Hill out of his money.
Black Beauty takes on the guise of the old woman who is to
fake being struck in the street.
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Leila then could take the

car back to the showroom and keep Hill's money in return for
her silence about the hit and run.

The three phoney police

officers had at that point just left the scene of yet
another staged crime in which politician Holmes embezzles
$50,000 of party money by having it stolen.

They decide

only on the spur of the moment to steal the Cadillac and
kill Black Beauty to keep him from witnessing the crime.
The tire thief who witnesses the whole episode is
Sassafras's boyfriend.

It is for her that he is out

stealing tires on a bitterly cold night.

The intended

swindle of Roman Hill, the killing of Black Beauty, the
theft of the Cadillac, and the tire thief who witnesses it
all, put Himes's favorite material icon at the center of
black crime.

Once a symbol of freedom and opportunity, the

car is reduced to a harbinger of frustration and an
instrument of death.
Even for Himes's detective heroes, Coffin Ed and Grave
Digger, the car is a mixed symbol.

Their small battered

black sedan "might have looked like a bowlegged turtle but
it ran like an antelope"

(p. 21).

For all its ungainly

appearance it functions as their trusty steed, not unlike
that of a fabled wild West lawman.

But it, too, proves a

death machine.
As the two detectives prowl the icy streets of Harlem
looking for the black Buick that killed Black Beauty, they
see a black man riding a motorcycle with a sidecar.
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Immediately suspicious of anyone out in an open vehicle on

such a miserable night, they pursue the young man, the same
tire thief who had witnessed the earlier crimes.

In the

sidecar are two tires covered with tarpaulins.
The chase through the slick streets continues for some
time, the

black sedan taking repeated punishment as it

careens off parked cars and curbs.

While trying to

pass a

group of trucks, Coffin Ed fires several shots at the
motorcycle but hits only the rear tire of a truck carrying
sheet metal.
The three thin sheets of stainless steel, six
feet in width, with red flags flying from
both corners, formed a blade less than a
quarter of an inch thick.
This blade caught
the rider above his woolen-lined jacket, on
the exposed part of his neck, which was
stretched and taut from physical exertion, as
the motorcycle went underneath.
He was
hitting more than fifty-five miles an hour,
and the blade severed his head from his body
as though he had been guillotined.
His head rolled halfway up the sheets of
metal while his body kept astride the seat
and his hands gripped the handlebars.
A
stream of blood spurted from his severed
jugular, but his body completed the maneuver
which his head had ordered and went past the
truck as planned.
(All Shot U p . 84)
The truck, now out of control with the severed head still
sitting on it, runs up the steps of a big Negro church.
Outside is the sermon title for the week:
is closer than you think!"

"Beware!

Death

(p. 85).

The headless cyclist continues to roll down the street.
At last, the body beginning to go limp, the motorcycle
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"began to waver; it went to one side and then the other,
crossed 125th Street, just missing a taxi, neatly circled
around the big clock atop a post at the corner and crashed
into the iron-barred door of the Credit Jewelry Store,
knocking down a sign that read:

'We Will Give Credit to the

D e a d 1" (p. 85) .
This macabre scene, replete with bloody images, makes
Coffin Ed and Grave Digger's sedan into an unintended if
effective

killer.

All Shot U p was originally titled Don't Plav With
Death.15

Given the swindles and murders and the bloody

demise of the tire thief, it might well have been titled
"Don't Play With Cars."

Here the automobile as status

builder is ridiculed as the escapade with the moronic Roman
Hill proves.

Only a fool would trade all his wealth for a

Cadillac painted the color of fool's gold, but such is the
power of the symbol for black Americans.

His hopes are as

much of a sham as the deal he makes, yet he is at least
fortunate enough to escape the fate of Black Beauty and the
tire thief who die at the mercy of cars, both unsuspecting.
Himes paints an unsavory portrait of Harlem's black world
and its inhabitants.

The automobile is the domain of the

fool, the petty thief, and the murderer as well as of the
somewhat less than ideal heroes he makes of his detectives.
15Robert E. Skinner, Two Guns From Harlem:
The Detective
Fiction of Chester Himes (Bowling Green, OH: Bowling Green State
University Popular Press, 1989), p. 124.
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The fate of the tire thief is doubly ironic.

He dies

while being pursued by the same machine that has provided
his livelihood and his support for Sassafras.

His reliance

on cars has not been some amorphous symbol of manhood or
status but a way of life.

He is the modern equivalent of

the hunter and gatherer on the streets of Harlem, with tires
as the fruit of his labors.

The added irony is that for

some time he has systematically rendered the great American
symbol of mobility immobile as he is immobile.
jacked up on blocks, tireless,
automobile in Harlem.

The car

is the perfect image for the

The machine that was to free black

Americans from bondage to a place is made useless.

Escape

from the violence, despair and economic privation of the
Harlem that Himes portrays is impossible.

Once again we see

the automobile transformed into a symbol of frustration.
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PART III

In 1973, after several years of decreasing literary
output, Himes published the first part of a two volume
autobiography.

The Quality of Hurt is in some ways a

retelling of the same episodes of his life chronicled in his
early novels.

The tone of the work is tellingly close to

some of his fictional first person narratives.

Personal and

political beliefs, particularly regarding America's
treatment of its black citizens, color both fiction and
autobiography.

Himes interprets his own life as a black

author and black man in familiar terms but bares his own
distinctive scars, or hurts. The automobile plays a
prominent role in his life:

he like other black and white

Americans are chained by desire and necessity to the
machine.

His growth to manhood, his hurts and his ultimate

rejection of America as his physical and psychological home
are all linked to the influence of the motorcar.

Himes's

race alone does not create the diverse, antagonistic set of
experiences he finds with cars, yet Himes's analysis of the
automobile in American life is ultimately a statement about
racial inequality.
Several of Himes's early recollections are of life on
the campus of a small Southern black college at which his
father taught mechanics in the early 1920's.

As his

narrative progresses we see a duality emerge between Himes,
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the protagonist in the autobiography, and Himes, the author.
Looking back on his early life from a distance of fifty
years, the author chooses to portray incidents from his life
which mirror scenes in his fiction.

His perspective as

autobiographer and fiction writer is therefore much the
same.

In both genres, the automobile emerges as a

supporting character, a loveable but unreliable sidekick who
fails the hero at crucial moments.

In autobiography, as in

fiction, faith in the mythic power of the machine is
misplaced.

The black man who places hope in the American

car culture is destined to find disappointment and
frustration.
As a youth on the college campus, the character Himes
sees the car take on the same mythic status ascribed to it
by popular songwriters a generation later.

At the age of

thirteen in 1922 his growing manhood is realized and tested
and his sexual appetite whetted.

He finds himself attracted

to the young female teachers who "eyed [him] appraisingly."
His status on the campus is enhanced
drive the

school tractor about.

when he

The command

is allowed to
of such a

vehicle puts him in a superior position both physically and
socially over the other young people around the school.

His

status is confirmed when he is allowed to drive the school's
Ford to church on Sundays.

There he holds court at the car,

the young

people of the congregation gather around to sit at

his feet;

here his sexual initiation begins.
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Though the

young black girls offer their bodies to him, the young Himes
is repulsed.

The "shameless" nature of their advances,

which Himes treats as perfectly natural for Southern black
girls, is'repugnant to him because sex, he explains, is
private.
public"

"I do not wish my sexual experiences to be made
(p. 13), he says, though the book chronicles his

exploits in some detail.

The equation of automobiles and

virility, learned at an early age, is not lost on him.

The

assumption made here, that the automobile endows its male
driver with an aura of sexual power, carries with him to his
college days.
A Ford Model T roadster becomes a crucial element of
Himes's brief college experience, a period more significant
for the social and sexual learning that takes place than for
any academic achievement.

Matriculating at Ohio State in

1925, Himes quickly becomes disillusioned with the life of a
black student on a white campus.

Only the possession of a

Model T helps him to make his mark.

He makes black friends

easily, particularly a Congressman's son who takes to
borrowing Himes's car with some frequency.

The Model T is

Himes's means of access to the black girls of Wilberforce, a
nearby African Methodist Episcopal college, and to the
sorority girls on his own campus.

"The fraternity and

sorority circle was the arbiter of all the social functions
of the black students.

There were lots of house parties,

and most of the black girls were experienced and willing,
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and with my roadster and coonskin coat I could have scored
on all occasions” (p. 26) .

Though he would take "pretty

black coeds for drives in [his] car, driving so fast the
manifold became white-hot," he

develops an inferiority

complex and feels shy in their company.

Though he

recognizes the sexual power ascribed to the automobile he is
nonetheless unable to project this power onto himself.
A pattern begun in If He Hollers Let Him Go continues
as the reader sees the myth of the automobile begin to
unravel.

Himes, the character, begins with a faith in the

power of the automobile that parallels the confidence held
by Bob Jones.

Like Jones, the young Himes is slow to

recognize the limits of the car's promise.

Thus, despite

the powerful masculine symbolism, the automobile fails him
and fails to live up to its mythology.
Yet another failure is depicted in Himes's account of
his brief and unsuccessful criminal career, in which a link
between cars, blacks and crime is asserted.

These

misadventures are centered on or compounded by the cars that
he and his associates use in the commission of crimes, thus
furthering Himes's argument that the automobile is a very
different symbol to white and black America.
Himes's first arrest comes during the summer of 1928.
Out of money and desperate, he is talked into stealing a
cache of Ohio State National Guard arms and ammunition by
his friend Benny.

The arms are kept at the Negro branch of
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the YMCA and are to be sold to black steelworkers in Warren
and Youngstown.

A third man, John, provides a relatively

new Nash sedan for the caper.

The burglary is a success,

but on the way to Warren, both back tires go flat, leaving
them stranded.

They take a bus into Warren, where Himes is

left to find rooms.

The friends do return with the car, but

that night after a day of showing the guns around at pay day
craps games, Benny and Himes are arrested in their hotel
room.

The Nash coupe, tires flattened, becomes a symbol

of immobility and futility, yet the young man is blind to
this warning.

Himes receives a suspended sentence, but is

undeterred by his failure.
In September, Himes and Benny steal a car from a white
residential neighborhood, pushing it back toward the ghetto
to work on the ignition.

They even pass a traffic cop who

stops traffic to let them pass.
They drive the car to Columbus where the upper class
students at Ohio State are "amazed to see [him] in a big new
car with a gangsterish looking friend"

(p. 44).

Excited by

his return to the college atmosphere, Himes decides to hang
around campus while Benny visits the ghetto.

While the car

is parked outside the rooming house where they are staying,
a white driver dents the fender and is stopped by several
students before he can drive away.

He offers to pay Himes

immediately for the damages as long as the police are not
called.

Himes accepts payment:
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"A number of five dollar

bills exchanged hands and the black students were impressed"
(p. 44).

His crime appears to have paid off, both

monetarily and in the awe he inspires as the possessor of
the car.

He is made brazen by his good fortune.

While getting into the stolen car to drive his date and
two other couples to a dance, he drops his wad of money in
the street.

He discovers this while trying to pay for the

dance tickets and quickly drives back to the rooming house.
Finding the money lying undisturbed, he begins to feel
"arrogant and lucky"

(p. 44).

Emboldened by his successes

first in stealing the car and then in taking the white
driver for his money, Himes is overconfident and therefore
vulnerable.

The next day, while his car is in a garage for

a leaking fuel tank, he steals a student identification
card, alters it, and sets about passing bad checks.

After

several successes at local stores buying small items such as
socks and cufflinks, Himes runs into a suspicious clerk who
finally checks on his bogus account.

Though arrested and

charged, he is once again set free on a stricter probation,
this time due to his father's pleading.

First immobilized

by flat tires, now thwarted by a leaking gas tank, Himes is
again stranded,

a victim of a machine that has both led him

astray and abandoned him.
Undeterred by two arrests, Himes settles again into the
margins of Cleveland's black community among the gangsters
and prostitutes.

One evening at his favorite hangout, he
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hears a chauffeur bragging about the wealth of his employer,
a man named Miller who keeps at home copious amounts of
jewelry and stacks of twenty dollar and one hundred dollar
bills.

He also owns "two Cadillacs he kept in his two-car

garage, the small Cadillac, which he drove himself, and the
Cadillac limousine the chauffeur drove"

(p. 48).

Himes's

attention is immediately piqued and "[he] learned all there
was to know about Mr. and Mrs. Miller's money and jewels and
habits.
life"

I both envied and resented their wealth and way of

(p. 48).
The night before Thanksgiving,

1928, Himes attempts to

talk himself into the Millers's house past the leery black
maid who refuses him entry.

Alarmed, she calls for the

police as he retreats down the driveway to hide in the
shrubbery.

The police come quickly for it is their purpose

"to protect the persons and the property of the rich"

(p.

49) .
It is worth noting that in rich white
neighborhoods there is an altogether
different interpretation of the term
'law enforcement' than in the poor black
ghettos.
In the black ghettos, 'law
enforcement' means whipping the heads of
the inhabitants and making them obey the
law; in the rich white neighborhoods it
means protecting the inhabitants'
privileges, property, and privacy and
defending them against the lawless,
which is to say, everyone outside of
that neighborhood.
(The Quality of
Hurt. 50)
Finding nothing, the police leave.

Himes waits in the

bushes as the Millers return in the Cadillac coupe, by which
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time a blanket of snow has fallen.

Himes breaks into the

house, accosts the Millers and the maid, and makes off with
$40,000 worth of cash and jewels.

He steals the Cadillac

coupe and'heads out into the snowy night.
Moments later, he is spotted by a police car and
pursued.

"...

flashes of pistol fire spouted from its

sides, and its siren slowly began to scream"

(p. 51).

Familiar with the area, Himes just "stepped on the gas and
drove the Cadillac in a straight line down the snow-covered
street.

I remember it being exceedingly pleasant in the

softly purring car moving swiftly through the virgin blanket
of snow and the white translucent falling curtain"

(p. 52).

His pleasure at being behind the wheel of this powerful car
is short-lived, however.
He loses his pursuers only to realize that he has run
off the road into a snow covered cow pasture.

Hopelessly

mired in the mud, he has to walk several miles back to town.
He catches an early train to Chicago where he hopes to fence
the jewels, but he is quickly arrested at a pawn shop.
The Chicago police, hoping to force him to confess to a
local theft, beat him badly, but a bulletin from Cleveland
police confirms his crime.
to intercede.

This time his parents are unable

He is sentenced to twenty to twenty-five

years in the state penitentiary.

The Cadillac trapped in

the mud is a powerful symbol of the automobile's repeated
failure of the black man in America.
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As before, this symbol

of freedom and mobility is pictured as immobile, as the
black man is socially and economically immobile.

Though he

has taken from the wealthy Mr. Miller that which is such an
integral emblem of white America's prosperity and
attainment, Himes cannot project that prosperity onto
himself.
In three episodes, the nineteen year old Himes commits
crimes against white victims.
involved,

In each case, a car is

(two of them stolen), and in each case, the

automobiles fail to allow him an escape.

The breakdown of

the cars mirrors a breakdown in Himes' life, culminated by
the Cadillac being trapped in the mud, just as he would soon
be incarcerated.

Powerful cars have given him feelings of

invulnerability that lead to recklessness.

The irony goes

painfully unrecognized by the young Himes as the object that
should offer him power and freedom is linked only to violent
misfortune.

These episodes, which read much like his crime

novels, portray Himes learning hard lessons at an early age
about the place of the black man and white police in a
racist society.

As Angeleno Rodney King would learn many

years later, an automobile is no refuge from an intrusive
society or violently racist police.

Neither is it capable

of lifting a black man from the underclass.

To place hope

in the machine is to invite disappointment and ultimate
failure.
Another element of the mythology of the car culture is
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the notion that car ownership carries with it social status.
Materialism generally has long been an American answer to
the problem of invidious class distinctions whether based on
economics or race.

Numerous proponents of the automobile in

American life have described it as an agent of democracy, a
social leveler.
The car, then, opened to people of all castes and
positions the wonders of America, the enhanced freedom to
migrate, and the ability to choose a portion of their
destiny.

The car culture, part and parcel of the consumer

culture, would finally bring a measure of egalitarianism in
a still stratified society.
Chester Himes's autobiography does not call into
question that pervasiveness of the car culture even among
blacks.

Though Himes's ownership of a car in 1925 made him

somewhat exceptional for a black man, the penetration of
automobile ownership into black communities was substantial
by the 1950's.16

The question is not whether blacks owned

cars, but whether the ownership contributed to
democratization.

The roads may have opened opportunities to

black Americans to migrate, but as Himes finds, mobility and
democracy do not necessarily equate.
Himes's own migration follows the paths of earlier
pioneers who trekked across mountains and deserts for the
chance to determine their own existence.
16Flink, p. 130
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He travels from

New York to northern California in a new Mercury in 194 5, to
work on his follow-up novel, The Lonely Crusade.

He and his

wife, Jean, plan to live on a ranch owned by her brother
Hugo, the Chief of Shore Patrol for San Francisco's
Embarcadero.

The trip, routed through nine Northern and

Western states, proves to Himes the viciousness of race
prejudice in the North.

In all areas, "literally none of

the white people en route who operated hotels, motels,
restaurants or even local YMCAs or YWCAs would serve a
clean, respectably dressed black couple in a new Mercury
car"

(p. 78).

Though they have escaped the black ghettos of

New York, they are stripped of the comfort of familiarity.
Himes and his wife travel mostly through towns too small to
have self-supporting ghettos, leaving them at the pleasure
of whites along the way.
By now a writer of some reputation, Himes finds in the
summer of 1948, that justice turns a blind eye to the abuse
of blacks by the system.

While living in Bridgeport,

Connecticut, he arranges to sell an old Plymouth sedan for
$100.

On his way to meet the buyer, he pulls’out from a

curb and catches his bumper on the fender of, ironically, a
new Buick Roadmaster.

It is driven by a white woman who

"must have been a very important person, for despite the
fact she had been driving on the wrong side of a one-way
street, and that her breath smelled pleasantly of excellent
cocktails, she sent for a policeman and had me arrested for
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reckless driving"

(p. Ill).

His bail is set at twenty-five dollars but despite his
relatively prominent position, the police refuse to release
him on his own recognizance.

His wife is not at home and he

has no way to contact her, so he spends the night in jail.
After a seriocomic series of complications involving the
police station, the county jail, a magistrate, a telegraph
office and wired money, his frantic wife is able to get him
released after more than twenty-four hours in custody.
That incident shook me.
It wasn't that
it hurt so much.
Nor was I surprised.
I believed that the American white man in fact all Americans, black and white was capable of anything. . . That is
practically the last thing I remember
about the United States in such vivid
detail.
I wish it weren't so.
It's a
tragedy, but my own, however, just my
own.
(The Quality of Hurt. 115)
Significantly, this incident occurs after the
publication of If He Hollers Let Him G o . in which Himes so
vividly portrays the frustrations of Bob Jones as true
believer in the potential of the car culture.

Himes, the

autobiographer, describes a frustration in his own life that
is clearly revealed in the fiction.

The indignations he

suffered in a white dominated America that enervated his
1947 novel are still carried as psychological hurts twentyfive years later.
It is the spring of 1953 before Himes finally escapes
the United States.

After arriving by ship in Le Havre, he

boards a train for Paris.

Here in Europe is the book's last
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reference to cars.

"Once a flaming-red neon sign appeared

in the black sky reading FORD, and I felt vaguely reassured,
although back in the United States there had been nothing in
the name to afford me any assurance"

(p. 172).

His

ultimate rejection of America is here coupled with his
final, if halfhearted, renunciation of the American car
culture.

After so many disappointments behind the wheel

Himes must at last realize that both the mythology of the
automobile and the white world view that spawned it leave
him with nothing for which to remain in the United States.
He retains some vague, deep-rooted sense that America and
its car culture have some assurance to offer, yet
intellectually he knows that this is not so.
These understated words in his autobiography convey the
beliefs that had already appeared in If He Hollers Let Him
Go and All Shot Up and are confirmed in The Quality of Hurt.
Throughout his life in America, Himes seeks assurance in the
promise of the car culture.

Pursuing material success, he

encounters crime and entrapment.

The longing for escape

makes him as rootless as other Americans.

Striving for

equality of status in a democratic nation, he is repeatedly
stung by the realization that in a white world, no material
possession, however full of hope and promise, can change his
condition.

Whatever truth whites might find in the

mythology of the car culture, a black man behind the wheel
would only be running on empty.
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